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Four Poets on First Books
This year we’ve been interested in thinking about the first book, so poetry
editor Corinna McClanahan Schroeder and senior editor Douglas Ray have
interviewed four poets with their own first books: Camille Dungy, author
of What to Eat, What to Drink, What to Leave for Poison (Red Hen Press,
2006) and Suck on the Marrow (Red Hen Press, 2010); Charles Jensen,
author of The First Risk (Lethe Press, 2009); Carrie Jerrell, author of After
the Revival (Waywiser Press, 2009); and Sean Nevin, author of Oblivio
Gate (Southern Illinois Press, 2008).

Camille Dungy
Describe the joy of the 14-line poem.

So much to do in so little time. As a younger writer, the 14-line prescription
forced me to look carefully at language, to shed flab, to tweak nuance to its
full potential. Make. Every. Word. Count. It was an exacting exercise.
And, also, it was a relief. So long as I wrote 14 lines (and on particularly
blank blank page days I often set a 10-syllable-per-line limit), I had drafted a
poem. Of course, I would have to go back to that draft again and again and
again until what I had was a poem rather than the draft of a poem, but I was
going for 14 lines, not 20 or 36 or some unknown number. I had limits and
therefore a goal. I had 140 syllables to say something worth saying. It’s easy
and impossible all at once. Like going home.
If What to Eat, What to Drink, What to Leave for Poison were an animal,
what animal would it be and why?

Jaguar? One of the early poems I wrote that never showed up in the book
but which has continued to inform
thinking about the book and
especially Thornton, the first fully-formed character in the book, compared
him to a jaguar. The poem itself was never fully realized, but I think that
beauty, blackness, force, energy, and vulnerability still stalk through the book.
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The second book—harder or easier to write than the first?

My parents call me their favorite younger daughter and my sister their
favorite older daughter. The implication is not so much that they
us
equally as that we are individuals beyond compare. My experience with the
second book was different from my experience with the first. Some of the
things I did to try to purposely distance myself from how I wrote What to
Eat, What to Drink, What to Leave for Poison ended up being driving forces,
once I embraced them again, in my completion of Suck on the Marrow.
Some of the things I did in Suck on the Marrow, the
book never asked of
me. I'm working on a third manuscript, and the pattern holds. I guess this
will be my favorite third book.
What does the third person point-of-view offer you in poetry that the
first person does not?

Breadth. Honesty. I actually think people lie a lot when they talk about
themselves, or they don’t really understand themselves. Maybe it’s not the
purposeful dissimulation as implied by the word “lie.” So third person gives
a chance for another point of view, perhaps a keener eye or at least an eye
with a different perspective. Just as the mask allowed by persona can often
free a writer to write more truthfully about herself (so, in a way, by writing in
a first person voice a writer is actually embracing a third person perspective),
the third person gives me a chance to get to different truths than
speakers
might be able to reveal on their own.
Tell us the best or strangest or sexiest reading that you’ve ever attended.

I love this question, and I wish I had an easy answer for it. I remember every
Lucille Clifton reading I’ve ever attended. I have always been moved beyond
measure, carried through a number of emotional responses from laughter to
tears to thoughtfulness when I hear her read. I remember meeting
Gwendolyn Brooks twice, though I was young each time, and remember
what happened after the readings and her immense openness and grace
toward little, impossibly young me more than I remember what she did far
far away on the stage in some giant auditorium. I remember my godmother,
as part of her toast at my wedding, reading a poem from What to Eat, What
to Drink, What to Leave for Poison about my grandfather, who had passed and
couldn’t attend the wedding, and I remember she did this unbidden and that
it seemed a pretty spectacular thing that poetry could bring a person into a
room and tie together friends and family like that. I remember Rita Dove
once reading in thigh-high purple suede boots she’d had made in Italy. I
remember several readings by the incomparable Rebecca Brown (American
Romances') in which my heart raced and then she paced me back to slow
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breathing and then raced my heart again. She was in that much control of
my physical reactions to her words, and I never ever wanted her to stop
reading to me. I remember more than I want to get into here, because, as I
write this, I realize that I actually have quite a few very emotionally-charged
reactions to memories of readings. This reminds me why I think it is so
important to attend and support and encourage the public reading of
literature. There are so many ways that readings
move a person. If you
haven’t already, you might check out From the Fishouse
(www.fishousepoems.org) and experience some of our best emerging poets
reading their work out loud.
Quick—whose book is on your nightstand right now and what do you
think so far?

Here’s the current stack and summation:
This Cold Heaven: Seven Seasons in Greenland, Gretel Ehrlich. (I wish I could
live in Greenland for awhile). The Entire Earth And Sky: Views on Antarctica,
Leslie Carol Roberts. (I wish I could go back to Antarctica for awhile).
Birdwatching in Wartime, Jeffrey Thomson. (I wish I could visit Costa Rica
for awhile). Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll. (I’m not sure I’d like it
down the rabbit hole, even for awhile). Black and Brown Faces in America’s
Wild Places: African Americans Making Nature and the Environment Part of
Their Everyday Lives, Dudley Edmondson. (I need to stop this interview and
go outside and walk awhile.)

Charles Jensen
You’ve recently published your first collection of poems, The First Risk.
What were some of the frustrations and pleasures you experienced?
More importantly, I know you’re an event planner—did you have a
release party? Who were some of the red carpet guests?

The contest process was very frustrating to me. Over several years, I paid
hundreds of dollars to publish other poets’ books which, honestly, I don’t
mind,
I would
bought them anyway and paid one way or another,
but the long stretches of time between submission and rejection began to
wear me down. I could only be a bridesmaid so many times. When I started
sending The First Risk around, I started with presses that were running open
reading periods. I sent to Ausable Press and got a very kind, personal
rejection from Chase Twichell in what ended up being their last reading
period, and then I sent to Persea Books. The response from Persea was so
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encouraging I almost passed out when I read it. It was a rejection, yes, but it
was the most kind, enthusiastic, and apologetic rejection I’ve ever received.
In fact, whenever I feel demotivated or defeated, I pull out that letter and
read it and remind myself that my work is worth doing. The long wait time
between getting my contract signed with Lethe and the actual publication
was a bummer, but it all evaporated when I got my book—my big, beautiful,
ostentatious book.

I didn’t have a release
I don’t know if this is true of other professions,
but the last thing I want to do when I get home is plan an event for myself.
couple of people offered to host or throw a book party for me, but
everyone’s busy, and none if it came to pass. I’m good with it. I had a great
couple of readings in DC and a fabulous trip down to the Atlanta Queer
Literary Festival, which were all close enough to my book’s release that they
felt like a
Now that you’ve got one book published, you’re a pro. Any words of
advice for those currently preparing a first manuscript?

I’m a pro? I feel more like washed-up! I can’t imagine having to go through
all of this work AGAIN. I understand why people go years between books.
(Actually, why many second books follow quickly after the first—because
people were writing them while trying to publish the first manuscript.) My
experience with first manuscripts is that they make a nice lining for a desk
drawer. I’ve trashed a lot of my own work. My M.F.A. thesis? Trashed. I
kept two poems, moved them into a new manuscript. My first chapbook
came out of that, and then I trashed the rest. Then I wrote another
manuscript, and Living Things came out of that. I haven’t trashed the rest of
that one yet, but I’ve been close. Then I wrote The First Risk. So...my
advice? Don’t stop writing. My very first manuscript taught me a lot about
putting a book together, and I realized later that I was sketching out the
kinds of poems I was going to write later, the poems I wanted to write but
couldn’t then. I don’t know if that’s really sage advice or if I’m some kind of
anomaly. Perhaps both.
You published with Lethe Press, a publisher which targets books aimed
towards the GLBT community. Tell us some of the reasons you chose
to publish with a "gay” press? Corollary to that: is publishing with
such a press a beneficial move for marketing the book?

Some gay poets are reluctant to identify or be identified as such—as a
“gaypoet.” I don’t have those kinds of reservations. I am gay, and in
opinion, it’s had a big part in shaping the lens through which I view the
world. And I think of the example set by Alexander Chee, whom I recently
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met. Alexander asks that any introductions written of him include both his
NEA Fellowship and his Lambda award because he wants younger gay writers
to understand that they too should aspire to the highest honors and awards,
that we
have those things. I remember how, in college, I found and
devoured a small book called Boys Like Us: Gay Writers Tell Their Coming Out
Stories and how important it was to me to know that there were other people
like me writing books.
What are five or six books, albums, or movies that all people, especially
poets, should experience?

What a cruel question! My answer will vary depending on
guarantee these choices for the next seven days:

week so I only

1.
Mathias Svalina, Destruction Myth. It proves that sincerity and irony
can share the same bed.
2.
Hole, Live Through This. Courtney Love can instruct you on writing
from the gut.
3.
Pedro Almodóvar’s All About My Mother. Because love is always
urgent.
4.
Buffy the Vampire Slayer (the complete series). My boyfriend just
spent six months watching the whole show with me, and I think he’d feel
cheated if I didn’t include it here; plus, it’s good for management training.
5.
Dylan Landis, Normal People Don’t Live Like This. I told Dylan that
she writes with “the poet’s certainty that everything is really something else
in disguise,” and I stand by that claim.
6.
Streaming Netflix. I know it’s not a specific thing, but it has totally
changed my life and introduced me to 30 Rock and a bunch of movies that I
wouldn’t have watched unless they appeared
in my home with little or
no effort on
part.
You are not only an actively publishing poet, the editor of an online
journal, and a successful underwear model, but also the Director of The
Writer’s Center. How has directing a nonprofit arts organization given
you perspective into the world of writing, publishing, and the arts?
Many graduates of M.F.A. programs consider teaching or bartending as
their only viable options for employment post-graduation; would you
encourage M.F.A. grads to consider the nonprofit route?

I definitely would recommend this work, although, like teaching, it requires a
certain kind of person to be successful. Administrators must be both creative
and organized, must appreciate bureaucracy and seek to destroy it where it’s
unnecessary, and they have to be able to spread their passion for art to others
who may be reluctant to get started. I’m definitely “behind the curtain”
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most of the time now, when I’m at work or not at work. I go to readings,
and I think, “Gosh, why are they doing it like that?” or “I’m totally going to
l that idea.” So it gets hard to escape work. my
I’ve gotten to meet and
continue to meet some of the most famous writers and some of my favorite
writers, and they have to talk to me because I’m often the person holding
their check. In thirty or forty years, I think I’ll be bugging folks at the
assisted living facility about how I had dinner with Art Spiegelman and talked
politics, how Michael Chabon carried a pink RAZR cell phone, and how
Walter Mosley explained why he tried writing a softcore porn novel. What I
like is that my specific job really brings together teaching, community
development, and arts management. If you looked at my resume before I
started this work, I had all those pieces but never in one job. And I actually
pursued an M.A. in nonprofit management I liked it so much. It’s
incomplete, though—I skipped taking
last course because I got my job at
The Writer’s Center.

while

Carrie Jerrell
From the book’s opening epigraphs—one taken from John Donne and
the other from Tom Petty—the reader knows that After the Revival will
borrow from and incorporate disparate sources. Which
writers/songwriters were you consistently reading/listening to
the
book was being written and why?

Well, this is a dangerous question because, once I get started on the books
and the music, I have a hard time stopping! Regarding the writers toward
whom I gravitated while writing this collection, I must first and foremost say
that I am madly in love, and have been since I was an undergraduate, with
Richard Hugo. I adore his work: the muscle of it, the sound, the energy.
The way he risks sentimentality. His adoration for the dying small town and
the barren but beautiful landscape. His work is the mark I aimed for most
often while I was writing After the Revival. After Hugo, the other poet to
whom I was most attached during those years (and still am) was Erin Belieu.
She is one of my poetry heroes—her work is just so razor sharp and
indestructible. As for others, I read pretty widely: Auden, Frost, Plath, James
Merrill, Tyehimba Jess, Sarah Manguso, Cecily Parks, John Poch, Greg
Williamson, B.H. Fairchild, Rodney Jones. Everything by James Wright. A
lot of Elizabeth Bishop. Seamus Heaney. Mark Jarman. I was all over the
place, but that’s sort of how I work in general; I go through periods where I
read and read and read like crazy, then I hit my limit and won’t read
anything for a month or two.
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I’m even more schizophrenic when it comes to tunes, but if I could create a
compilation album to serve as a soundtrack to After the Revival, these
the
most important ten artists/groups that would be included:
1.
Tom Petty—He is my muse. If I could have one song played at my
funeral, it would be “Mary Jane’s Last Dance.” And “Saving Grace” is one
of the most incredible driving songs ever.
2.
Neko Case—Big, busting-at-the-seams vocals and some of the most
imagistically interesting lyrics. And the art for Middle Cyclone\ I was so
pissed that I didn’t think to do that—crouch like a warrior on the hood of a
Mercury Cougar wielding a five-foot long sword!—for the cover of After the
Revival.
3.
Drive-by Truckers—DBT balances anger and humor so well, and
their songs always tell great stories. I was two paces away from using the
opening line from “Hell No, I Ain’t Happy” as an epigraph to the book.
4.
Patsy Cline—The divine Ms. Patsy, my idol in every way. Her voice
is both weapon and balm. Deep down, I know that every heartbreak poem I
write is just another attempt to come close to the magnificence that is “Fall
to Pieces” or “He Called Me Baby.”
5.
Phillip Glass—The pieces on Glassworks are some of the most
beautiful piano compositions I know. His work is so meditative. Wonderful
stuff. I listened to it a lot when I couldn’t handle music with lyrics.
6.
The Trinity Hymnal—I’ve heard the songs from this hymnal since I
was in the womb. I hate the trend of “worship songs” that’s so popular in
contemporary church culture; most of them are vapid, both lyrically and
melodically. Traditional hymns have so much more meat to them, and
they’re such an integral part of my upbringing, that I come back to them for
all sorts of personal and artistic reasons. My two favorite hymns are Fanny
Crosby’s “Jesus, Keep Me Near the Cross,” and an 1828 hymn written by
Hugh Stowell about the mercy seat, the last verse of which goes, “O
my
hand forget her skill, / My tongue be silent, cold, and still, / This bounding
heart forget to beat, / If I forget the mercy seat.” So beautiful.
7.
James McMurtry—Texas outlaw, balls-to-the-walls country. I know
for at least one poem in the collection, I had “Choctaw Bingo” on repeat for
a solid three days.
8.
Yeah Yeah Yeahs—Karen O is such an intense vocalist, and the lyrics
are mesmerizing.
9.
Kings of Leon Another band I had on repeat a lot. The lyrics of
their second album, Aha Shake Heartbreak,
especially stripped down and
tight, something I find hard to do in my poems. But I learned a trick or two
from them.
10.
Lynyrd Skynyrd—“Free Bird.” “I Ain’t the One.” “Sweet Home
Alabama.” “Tuesday’s Gone.” I could go on and on. Greatest Southern
rock band ever. And, of course, I’m just as in love with their mythology as I
am the tunes.
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The second section of your book is a sonnet series on various aspects of the
American wedding—you begin with the processional, cover the ring and
the garter toss and work your way to the toast. How did this sequence
come into being, and why did you
to use the sonnet form?

The sequence started during one of those summers where it seemed I spent
every Saturday at a wedding. The collective schmaltz of the experience really
got to me, so I started to write the poems out of annoyance, just to poke
fun. “The Bouquet Toss” was the first poem, and it was such a blast to write
that I just kept going. Then I started doing research, and learning the
vocabulary of dresses, cakes, invitations, etc., was so interesting that I
couldn’t stop. Somewhere along the way, the sequence became (at least for
me) more than just
poems about weddings; I started to see
them as an extended commentary on the way so many people view marriage
and materialism and love today.
I chose the sonnet form for two main reasons: one, it’s the form most
traditionally associated with
poetry (i.e., Shakespeare’s sonnet #116,
“Let me not to the marriage of true minds,” is statistically the most popular
poem read or recited at wedding ceremonies or given as a toast). And two,
most of those very popular love sonnets have been written by men. So I
thought I’d see what would happen if a slightly snarky, single, thirty
something female took love and marriage and weddings to task using a form
long dominated by the old boys’ club.
Place is clearly essential to your poetry, and After the Revival is, in part,
a portrait and a celebration of the Midwest. How does your physical
location influence what you write? For example, did you write many
Midwestern poems while living in Texas?

I did. I wrote nearly all of
Midwestern poems while I was living in Texas
and, before that, in Baltimore, Maryland. I get incredibly homesick for the
Midwest, and the longing in those poems comes from that condition. At the
same time, I have a lot of contentions with my hometown and my
upbringing, but it wasn’t until I moved away that I began to gain some
perspective and really started to address those issues in productive and artistic
ways in my poetry. I lived in West Texas for four years, and it came to feel
like home to me, too. I imagine, now that I live in Kentucky, that my
longing for Texas will begin to show up in my work one way or another, too.
In general, I get attached to landscapes and places quickly and fiercely—
they’re easier to
than people, are they not? But I don’t seem to be
to write about them until I’ve lost them somehow—thus, the pining for them
that shows up in my work.
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There’s a violent streak—sometimes actual and sometimes
premonitory—in After the Revival (I’m thinking of “The Poet Prays to
the 9mm under the Driver s Seat”) and also in the two poems which
appear in this issue. Talk about violence’s place in your poetry.

Well, to put it bluntly, I think violence and destruction can be beautiful, and
I find their power attractive at all sorts of levels—everything from bumper
cars to bow-hunting big game to bungee-jumping. I
the adrenaline rush
that comes from those dangerous activities and others like them. More
importantly, for the poems, I
that violence can be transformative, that it
has the potential to be redemptive. For instance, I think if you are not a
changed person after you kill your
deer, you must be pretty cold-hearted.
Or if you’ve watched a demo crew implode a skyscraper and not been moved
by an inexplicable
of intense fear and excitement. That, in part, is what
I’m after in the poems in which violence plays a part. In many of them, the
violence goes hand in hand with love. I don’t think this is anything new; sex
and death have been explored in tandem
the Greek tragedies. And if
you are a person who experiences love in particularly deep, passionate ways,
to pretend you aren’t going to experience the loss of that love with equal
passion is unhealthy, I think, and a lie. While I was writing “Demolition
Derby,” I kept Roethke’s “My Papa’s Waltz” always at the edge of
consciousness; love and violence
inseparable in that poem—one doesn’t
exist without the other. That difficult balance is what I wanted to achieve,
too.
Now, I hope it’s obvious to a reader that I do not think you have to get hit
in order to really understand love. Or that the only fruitful way to deal with
the demise of a relationship is to destroy your ex or yourself. That’s
ridiculous. And, in general, I do not find chaos attractive at all, and I don’t
condone uncontrolled violence. I don’t think people should go around
randomly popping off their handguns or wailing on their enemies. A friend
of mine once described the difference between the two in terms of American
football and bar brawls.
bone-crunching tackle can be a thing of beauty—
violent, no doubt, but finely executed in a controlled environment. Bar
brawls, however, where the participants aren’t even lucid enough to know
what they’re doing or why, and are just screaming and swinging instead, are
nothing but ugly. Language and, for me, traditional forms are means of
controlling the destruction or violence that shows up in the content of my
work. In a poem, I
explore those
and impulses and hopefully
transform them into something lasting and beautiful.
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You have several poems, including the two that appear in this issue, in
which the poet speaks to nonresponsive entities—a clip point knife, a
memory stalking her. What does this premise or situation offer you?

The set-up in these poems
several pleasant payoffs, I think. First, the
chance to explore a particular vocabulary. As I mentioned regarding the
wedding sonnets, I love doing research and studying the vocabularies of
certain subjects to figure out their metaphorical possibilities and to find fresh
contexts in which to use them. Plus, the words themselves are so interesting.
“Gambrel hooks,” for instance, in the clip point knife poem—what a
beautiful term! Second, these poems are mostly explorations of loneliness,
and what’s lonelier than confiding in an object that will offer no emotional
response whatsoever? Third, and related to the second reason, because the
objects themselves are incapable of responding, the speaker imbues them with
a response herself. So the premise of the poems involves not only, “Here is
what I have to tell you, clip point knife, about my loneliness,” but also,
“Here’s how I think you
involved in this feeling; here’s what I think you
are giving back to me.” Having both of those processes at work in the poem
makes them (at least I hope) more interesting and complicated.

Sean Nevin
How do you know when or if a first book is “finished”?

Good question and one I suspect would be answered differently by everyone
you ask. In my book’s acknowledgements page, I thank my wife for
“believing me each time I finished this book.” That is to say, I must have
walked out into the blue light of our living room smugly satisfied and
proclaimed to her, the book is finally finished at least a dozen times before I
was able to believe myself and stop revising.
I think more than a single eureka moment, I was better able to detect the
times that Oblivio Gate was not finished, those times in which I was selling
the project and myself short because I wanted it to be done. It is, I believe,
to a violin-maker’s intuition. The way the hands will judge the heft,
balance, and feel of the thing, that and of course the ear, how all the pieces
sound together. That intuitive sense of the “unfinished” might be more
recognizable than any abstracted idea of finished. It was Valery who said a
poem is never finished, only abandoned, right? So the same would hold true
for a book and maybe a violin.
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Now, when did I abandon the book? My quick answer is when I could sleep
at night, but really it was when the vision for the book, every story,
voice had been exorcised. That said, there’s the potential danger of
overworking a thing, revising the life right out of it. The relatively new
culture of first-book contests can enable this too. First books
not what
they once were, and contests are often the primary gateway to a debut
collection. The competition is
and the books are usually tight,
polished, and often thematic. So I guess in short, I suggest trusting one’s
self and listening to the book. A manuscript rejection certainly does not
mean it needs revising, and a finalist or even acceptance does not necessarily
mean it’s finished.
In the title piece of Oblivio Gate and elsewhere, you use a three-line
descending stanza. Describe its appeal.

Think tent poles. You know those collapsible metal rods in three distinct
segments? Three separate
joined at their core by one expandable cord
of thought. I don’t think of these stanzas as tercets as much as I do a
trifurcated line.
series of three breaths strung on the same cord of
meaning. Many of the lines were longer in earlier drafts and evolved into
these three-lined creatures as a result of breath and hesitations; this was how
I read them. I liked the added opportunities for line breaks too—the chance
to play, to enjamb. This playfulness was a way to surprise myself, expand
meaning, and eventually became a process of discovery in the poems
themselves.
You are a wonderful writer of the self-portrait. Any self-portraits that
you wouldn’t want to write?

Thank you. The self-portrait was a liberating vehicle for me in Oblivio Gate.
The self-portrait poems became a kind of mask, a sleight-of-hand that
allowed me to speak for others with a kind of authority, to
in the first
person, to take liberties, assume personas, to lie in order to tell a larger truth.
But of course I was simultaneously doing what we always do in art right:
revealing the self. So no, I can’t think of
self-portraits that I wouldn’t
want to consider.
Forecast your second book. If it were a weather front, how would the
meteorologist describe it?

Weather front? Oh, I don’t know. Hopefully the meteorologist would use
words like eminent and powerful and make comparisons back to last
century’s great ones, you know, the category fives. Although I do like the
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idea of sideways rain and stoplights swinging over emptied streets, really it’s
steady working for me. I have to fight for one poem at a time between a
busy work and family life, so maybe a tropical storm gathering strength
somewhere in the Atlantic Basin would be more accurate. I am working on a
new project now but am not sure yet how it might strike land.
Meteorologists, like critics, usually misread the big ones anyway.
Give us an epigraph that you’re dying to use and haven’t had the
opportunity to do so yet. (We promise—we won’t steal it.)

Well, I do have a quote from boxer Mike Tyson on a Post-it note stuck to
my computer monitor. It reads, “I’m on the Zoloft to keep from killing
y’all.” I initially wrote it down because it seemed so bizarre and, well, funny
when I stumbled across it. It’s still there because it has affected me strangely.
I think about it often. Maybe it’s that it’s also so
tragic at its core. I
think those moments that can exist simultaneously in two emotional camps,
the humorous and tragic, are ripe for exploration in poetry. I don’t know if
there is a poem there for me or not yet, but I have not taken the Post-it
down. That says something.
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